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INNOVATION:THE PHD PERSONALITY
QUESTIONNAIRE (PPQ)
FOR TRIPLE-I DOCTORAL TRAINING

Facilitating the selection of PhD candidates and assessing their
training needs

BACKGROUND
The PhD Personality Questionnaire (PPQ) is a tool designed by Dutch psychologist Rene Butter to assess
prospective PhD candidates’ aptitude for doctoral research, and to determine specific training and
supervision needs. The instrument has been scientifically validated and has been used in several
research institutes (cf. Butter and Born, 2012). It was regarded a promising and innovative instrument
for the Graduate Spirit team, especially in the context of improving recruitment and human resource
management of PhD-researchers.
The questionnaire presents applicants or beginning PhD candidates with a varying range of statements
to which they must respond by indicating how accurately they feel they apply to themselves. The
questions asked are designed to provide an overview of how well the candidate will respond to the
following aspects of a PhD; Time Management, Research Drive, Networking and Presentation,
Independence and Coping with Criticism and Cooperation and Openness to Feedback. Once completed,
the questionnaire is then assessed, and a report compiled and shared which shows where the candidate
sits against benchmark figures for each aspect. The PPQ is designed to give both the candidate and the
people deciding between prospective PhD candidates, whether that be a hiring board or supervisors, an
indicator for the student’s aptitude for study as well as areas that they might need support or training
courses.
In order to better understand the needs of the Graduate Spirit partners and how the PPQ tool might be
applied and understood a questionnaire was distributed across the nine participating institutions. These
questionnaires asked the partners to consider and describe their current practices when hiring doctoral
candidates. There was no great difference between the schools when it came to recruitment with all
requiring the same basic format of application; CV, personal statement or example of work and having
acquired a minimum level of grades at the MA-level. Many institutions held personal interviews with a
selection of candidates.
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INNOVATION NEEDS
The existence of this tool fills a gap in the process of accepting students for doctoral study across the
participating institutions which mostly rely on personal statements, interviews, presentations and
references. The gap here is that the existing measures do not specifically address a students’ aptitude
for the core skills of PhD study. Questions may be asked in interviews regarding the subject of study, but
much less about skills such as time management or sensitivity to criticism or feedback. The PPQ uses
standardized psychological measures to reflect the candidate’s capabilities in these areas.
Additionally, as noted by many of the partners in this project, some doctoral candidates might never
have met their prospective supervisors face-to-face before they are accepted and begin their studies.
The PPQ therefore provides a chance for the supervisors to get to know their students earlier so that
they can address any issues at the start rather than potentially losing time in the life of the project whilst
issues just as hesitancy to ask for help or difficulty receiving feedback come to light.
One colleague who has already been implementing the PPQ with the doctoral researchers that they
have taken on, credits the PPQ for not having any drop out among their last 20 students because they
were able to address from the beginning the needs and personality of the student and make allowances
or adjustments where necessary. An example they gave was learning how to work with someone who
self-identified as a very solitary and independent worker.
The PPQ was explored by the Graduate Spirit team as a means to improve the understanding of the
supervision needs of PhD-candidates, as it was generally felt that hiring decisions should not be left or
aided by a tool. The concerns about recruitment manifested in several key areas; firstly they were
centered around fears that that using such a tool may impinge on the laws of the respective countries
either by directly flouting them or just in a way that might make the overseeing universities nervous
about potential legal action.
Another concern came from staff at the various institutions who expressed their doubt about the
effectiveness of such a tool. In one case it was felt that the PPQ was too limiting because it freezes the
candidate in that moment without allowing for the personal development of researchers develop
throughout their time as a PhD student. Other colleagues commented that such a tool does not allow
for the a diversity of students because, by providing a baseline, it seems to create an ideal PhD
candidate which means that it can run the risk of resulting in many of the same types of people being
enrolled.
It must be noted that Graduate Spirit is a network of schools for the social sciences and humanities,
which may explain some of the reticence, as for schools in behavioural sciences such tools are more
common, both as an object of study and as practical instrument.
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TESTING THE TOOL
Taking these issues into consideration, it was decided that instead the tool should be used as a
development tool for students already enrolled as PhD students. Using the tool this way, it was hoped,
would still provide students with the chance to reflect on their personality and assess areas of study that
they might feel more or less comfortable with and to give them a chance to address these points maybe
by taking training courses or speaking to their supervisors. Also, by utilising the PPQ as a development
tool rather than as a way of deciding between prospective candidates, it was felt that it would be
possible to side-step the concerns about the PPQ dictating selection but still tap into the insight that it
was understood the PPQ could give.
From there volunteers to take the PPQ were requested from each of the partner institutions and these
names were then sent to psychologist Rene Butter so that he could invite them to take part in the
questionnaire. Upon completing it, the 35 participating students were then provided with their results
which showed their aggregate score in each section against the benchmark and generically what this
might mean for them in those categories. Added to this was a more personalised report which
specifically suggested areas which could be focused on to ease the student’s path through their PhD
which were based on the results from the PPQ. The outcomes of the trial were reported to the Graduate
Spirit team in the form of a written document which is an appendix to this report and summarized
below.

OUTCOMES OF THE PPQ TRIAL
Thirty-five PhD candidates from all 9 participating universities took part in a pilot with the PPQ. They
received the PPQ report and some additional developmental tips. Afterwards they completed a short
survey on their experiences with the PPQ. The main results show that about 65 % of the respondents are
reasonably to very positive about the personalized coaching they receive and the attention that is paid
to long-term career orientation. In these respects, they are more positive about the role of their
supervisors than about their doctoral education in general. With respect to the PPQ, it appears that 64%
of the participants of the survey are reasonably to very positive about the support the tool gives them to
focus on transferable skills that need further development. Some examples of the developmental tips
that were given based on the test scores:
“Your networking skills seems to be quite strong. Take care that your external focus does not distract you
too much from your research planning.”
Your research drive seems to indicate that you do not necessarily aim for an academic career or
fundamental research. More practice-oriented research may also suit you in the long run. Maybe you
don’t know at this stage. Then it might be good to discuss this topic with your supervisor”
“Your independence score show you are quite able to find your own scientific way and deal with
setbacks”.
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Some two thirds of the respondents also think that the PPQ can enhance a more personalized coaching
by their supervisors and can support their career choices during and after the PhD. Finally, 77% are
reasonably to very positive about the value the PPQ can have for other PhD candidates in their graduate
schools. Four candidates (15%) indicate that they have already discussed their PPQ profile with their
supervisors and 22 (85%) did not do that. The open questions suggest that 4 participants (15%) will not
share their results, whereas 10 (38%) did not have the time for that yet.
However, there were criticisms from other participants who felt that the test promoted homogeneity of
students, because of the potential to interpret the questions or findings as that of seeking to become
the ideal PhD candidate. Additionally, in at least one case it became apparent that the test had been
met with some skepticism which belied mistrust in the students’ institutions as, despite being assured
that the tests and their results were entirely confidential, students believed that their supervisors had
access to the data nonetheless.
It became clear from the feedback and the ensuing discussions in the Graduate Spirit team that the tool
should not be used as a stand-alone recruiting or assessment tool, but that it would be most beneficial
when paired with training courses or a handbook for supervisors on how to address the issues raised by
the PPQ report.
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Appendix: Pilot with the PhD Personality Questionnaire
November 2019
Dr. René Butter

Management summary
Writing a PhD is a strenuous task. Research indicates that PhD candidates report mental problems like
depression and burn-out, resulting in delays and even drop outs, and other challenges. Accordingly, the
human resource management for PhD candidates needs to be improved. The PhD Personality
Questionnaire (PPQ) is a scientifically validated tool to improve this human resource management.
Thirty-five PhD candidates from all 9 participating universities took part in a pilot with the PPQ. They
received the PPQ report and some additional developmental tips. Afterwards they completed a short
survey on their experiences with the PPQ. The main results show that abt. 65 % of the respondents are
reasonably to very positive about the personalized coaching they receive and the attention that is paid
to long-term career orientation. In these respects they are more positive about the role of their
supervisors than about their doctoral education in general. With respect to the PPQ, it appears that 64%
of the participants of the survey are reasonably to very positive about the support the tool gives them to
focus on transferable skills that need further development. The same percentage also think that the PPQ
can enhance a more personalized coaching by their supervisors and can support their career choices
during and after the PhD. Finally, 77% are reasonably to very positive about the value the PPQ can have
for other PhD candidates in their graduate schools. Four candidates (15%) indicate that they have
already discussed their PPQ profile with their supervisors and 22 (85%) did not do that. The open
questions suggest that 4 participants (15%) will not share their results, whereas 10 (38%) did not have
the time for that yet.
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Introduction
In September to October 2019 a best practice pilot took place with the PhD Personality Questionnaire
(PPQ). The PPQ was part of the Innovation menu (innovation 2).
The human resource management for PhD candidates needs to be improved. Writing a PhD is a
strenuous task. Research shows that PhD candidates report mental problems like depression and burn
out, resulting delays and even drop outs, and other challenges. Underlying this picture there seems to
be a need for a more personalized coaching by PhD supervisors. A large number of PhD candidates will
not stay in academia after graduation, but will work in industry or government jobs. Hence, this
personalized coaching should not only focus on the content of the PhD research, but also on the
development of more generic transferable skills that they will need later in their career. The PhD
Personality Questionnaire was developed to improve the human resource management for PhD
candidates. It is also a best practice within the EU project Graduate Spirit.

Properties of the PPQ:
•
•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•

The PPQ is an online questionnaire that was especially designed to facilitate the human
resource management for PhD candidates.
The instrument is scientifically validated [see Butter, R. & Born, M. (2012). Enhancing criterionrelated validity through bottom-up contextualization of personality inventories: Construction of
an ecological conscientiousness scale for Ph.D. candidates. Human Performance, 25:4, 303-317,
downloadable at www.rbpa.nl].
The PPQ enhances insight in PhD related, but also in transferable skills that are relevant for
post-PhD job orientation.
The tool also suggests in which type of research jobs the candidate is most likely to be
successful after the PhD.
The report can be used to better aim selection and/or coaching interviews, such that an
optimal assessment can be made of the candidate's personal competencies that are relevant for
completing a PhD thesis.
In case of multiple test administrations (for example in the selection phase and for coaching
applications after a year) the report enables to compare the various profiles graphically such
that the candidate's development can be easily interpreted.
The questionnaire consists of about 60 specially designed contextualized items that are relevant
for the PhD context and yield a reliable measurement of the underlying dimensions.
The PPQ results can be combined with the profiles obtained by using the structured interview
protocol that is available to the supervisors.
Combining the PPQ results and the outcomes of the structured interviews yields a fine-grained
picture of the candidate and the way he or she is experienced by the supervisors. For this
purpose, a simple analysis tool is provided with the PPQ.
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•
•

•
•
•

On the basis of the PPQ, selection decisions can be better founded. Also, coaching and advising
can be personalized, which enhances their effectiveness.
The instrument gives insight in the following dimensions that are useful for writing a PhD
thesis:
o time management
o networking en presentation
o cooperation and openness to feedback
o research drive
o independence and coping with criticism
The questionnaire and the report are designed and validated in English.
The report is concise and written in simple language.
The PPQ site enables sending test invitations and mailing reports to candidates and supervisors.

For further information on the PPQ, please check www.rbpa.nl.
Procedure of the pilot
PhD candidates from all 9 participating universities were invited to take part in the pilot. They were
recruited by their graduate school management and agreed to take part on the basis of the following
procedure.
They provided their name, email address and gender (to make sure they were properly addressed)
through their university. They completed the PPQ by clicking on a link in the invitation mail. All their
data were be safeguarded under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). They received the PPQ
report and some additional developmental tips. This information was only sent to the participants. They
were free to discuss the results with their supervisors or not. Several weeks after completing the PPQ
they completed a short survey on your experiences with the PPQ. Being approached for and completing
this survey was an integral part of the pilot. They were informed that the outcomes of this survey would
be part of Graduate Spirit reports to the EU, but only on the group level. We guarantee them that they
you would remain completely anonymous.
Participants
Forty-one PhD candidates, 28 (68%) females and 13 (32%) males, from all 9 universities in the Graduate
Spirit consortium participated in the pilot. Of these, 35 (85%) completed the PPQ and received their
report with personal development tips; 30 of these 35 candidates (86%) completed the evaluation
survey.
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Group descriptives
The group descriptives are based on the evaluation survey. Of the participants 19 (63%) were female, 10
(33%) male and 1 (3%) chose not to share gender information. All partner universities are represented in
the survey. Central European University yielded 3 (10%) of the participants, Erasmus University 4 (13%),
institute of philosophy and Sociology of the polish Academy of Sciences 4 (13%), KU Leuven 5 (17%),
Loughborough University 2 (9%), University Leipzig 2 (7%), Université de Versailles 3 (10%), Heidelberg
University 3 (10%) and University of Helsinki 4 (13%). Fifteen candidates (50%) write their PhD in Social
Sciences, 16 (53%) in Humanities and 2 (7%) in other fields. Multiple fields could be chosen here. Out of
26 respondents on this variable, 4 (15%) indicate that they have discussed their PPQ profile with their
supervisors and 22 (85%) did not do that. The open questions indicate that 4 participants (15%) will not
share their results, whereas 10 (38%) did not have the time yet. As is shown in the graphs below more
than 80% of the participants have been working on their PhD for two years or less and 65% report that
they have 60% or more of their regular working hours available for their research.
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Example of PPQ report and developmental tips
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Example of developmental tips
For the above profile, the developmental tips were as follows.
“Your research drive seems to indicate that you do not necessary aim for an academic career or
fundamental research. More practice-oriented research may also suit you in the long run. Maybe you
don’t know at this stage. Then it might be good to discuss this topic with your supervisors.
Your time management score shows that you can still grow in terms of setting your own deadlines and
keeping a long term perspective on the research. Maybe a PhD project management training can help
you. Planning is an important aspect of PhD success.
Your networking skills seem to be quite strong. Take care that your external focus does not distract you
too much from your research planning.
Your independence score shows you are quite able to find your own scientific way and deal with
setbacks.
Your cooperation score is a bit low. That makes sense, as science is also a form of top sport. Saying yes
to all requests may hinder your own scientific progression. On the other hand, take care that you do not
neglect cooperating with others and listening to feedback”.
Average PPQ scores of the Graduate Spirit participants
The average scores are as follows. Time Management 2.78, Research Drive 2.80, Networking &
Presentation 3.10, Independence & Coping with Criticism 2.77 and Cooperation 2.85. As can be seen in
the example report above, these average scores do no differ much from the benchmark scores.
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Opinions on the doctoral education and supervisors
Due to missing values, the results for each variable are based on abt. 25 responses.

My doctoral education stimulates diversity: 93 % are neutral or positive

My doctoral education stimulates interdisciplinarity: 96% are neutral or positive
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My supervisors stimulate interdisciplinarity: 93 % are neutral or positive

My supervisors stimulate diversity: 93 % are neutral or positive

In my doctoral education attention is paid to long-term career orientation also outside of academia:
59 % are neutral or positive
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My supervisors pay attention to long-term career orientation also outside of academia
67 % are neutral or positive
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My doctoral education fascilitates personalized coaching next to substantial research-related coaching:
59 % are neutral or positive

My supervisors practice personalized coaching next to substantial research-related coaching:
78 % are neutral or positive
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Comments on open questions on doctoral education and supervising.
•
•
•
•
•

“Not sure what was meant with diversity (in terms of people or tasks or?”
“All in all, my supervisors have been much more responsible and helpful in my development as a
researcher than the overall system of doctoral education”
“Focused on dissertation topic, but open to new approaches”
“My supervisors allow me to hold the reins for the majority of my work and interject where they
see me slipping - a method that works wonders for me”
“I find these questions rather stupid! Terms like "diversity" and "personalized coaching" should
first be defined properly”

Opinions on the PhD Personality Questionnaire
The results were based on 22 respondents with reliable response patterns.

Completing the PhD Personality Questionnaire (PPQ) was a useful experience to me:
64 % are neutral or positive
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The PPQ report + tips increased my self insight as a doctoral candidate:
64 % are neutral or positive

The PPQ helps me to cope with my PhD: 45 % are neutral or positive

The PPQ supports making choices for (transferable) skills that I can improve: 64 % are neutral or positive
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The PPQ is valuable for improving communication with my supervisors: 59 % are neutral or positive

The PPQ can enhance a more personalized coaching by my supervisors:
64 % are neutral or positive
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The PPQ can support my career choices during and after the PhD: 64 % are neutral or positive

The PPQ has potential to stimulate diversity in my graduate school: 55 % are neutral or positive
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The PPQ has potential to stimulate diversity in my graduate school:
64 % are neutral or positive

The PPQ is valuable to other PhD candidates in my graduate school:
77 % are neutral or positive
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Comments on discussing PPQ report with supervisors.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“Did not have time yet”
“Haven't had the chance to do so yet”
“Don't have time for the moment”
“I did not feel the need to discuss it. I do not have close relations with my supervisors and
therefore, I do not think that they are interested of my Personality Questionnaire”
“I didn't feel the need to do that”
“It is too negative, and I do not want to share it”
“Haven't thought of doing so yet”
“I will discuss later, if necessary”
“I have not discussed them yet, but it is likely I will do it in the short term”
“Did not have time to discuss it yet”
“I did not have time to do that, but I will do it in the next weeks”
“Did not had the time to talk about it”
“I have not had a meeting with them since receiving the results”
“I prefer to keep this private, because the survey is a nice starting point for a conversation but it
doesn't show the full picture. Instead, I prefer to only discuss the improvement points that I
agree with and need help with”

Comments on the PPQ
•

•
•

•

•

“The PPQ is very useful for persons who do not know themselves that well or who have
problems recognizing their personality features. The results for me were not surprising. The
problem with this kind of questionnaire is that it simplifies the questions/topics. Every option
depends on the situation and the feeling that one has at the answering moment”
“There should be open ended questions. It was not possible to explain further in the test.
Finally, this test is more applicable for scientific researchers”
“I think it should not be used to 'support' PhD candidates, as it leads to more homogeneity,
while academic research benefits from diversity. Many professors in my department would not
qualify for a PhD position based on this test”
“Taking the questionnaire was an easy, low-load task. In relation to that the results it provided
were insightful. If it would be combined with a toolkit for supervisors to discuss it with their
students, I'm sure it would be a fine addition to any doctoral programme's toolkit”
“I find the way some of the questions were framed quite problematic. Above all, questionnaire's
tendency to equate "conclusive" with "creative" and "influential". I personally do aim at
producing something creative (and I believe I am in the process of doing it) and I certainly hope
it will be influential. However, conclusive is not what I aim for. I work in humanities and,
specifically, in Deleuzian affect theory, so any attempt to come up with the "final" and
"conclusive" from my perspective would be illusionary and it would produce, at best, reductive
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•
•

and simplistic scholarly work. So, because, I understand conclusive in this way, results did not
match my perspective on my research and my ambitions. Maybe think about re-framing/rephrasing this in the future?”
“Maybe some suggestions about future perspectives, some trends (ex. if my cooperation with
the supervisor is the same what should I expect in the future)”
“Hello, I found the idea of the questionnaire interesting. But its application with the binary
answers seem to me a great reduction. We see the same question come back in the same series
and we can "choose" or answers to it. Besides, some proposed answers did not match with what
I think so you can't freely answer.
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